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TIPP: From Popular Games to Parlor Games — Twenty Questions 


The ancient parlor game “Twenty Questions” can 
provide both a change of pace to your classroom and 
valuable conversational practice. According to the ru- 
les, persons, objects, and abstract categories chosen 
for the puzzle are discovered only by yes/no questions 
asked by individual students or teams. In a process of 
elimination, questions such as “Ist er Amerikaner?” 
“War sie Deutsche?” “Steht dieses Gebaude in Ber- 
lin?” “Hat der Begriff mit Geschichte/Musik/Politik 
usw. zu tun?” bring the participants closer and closer to 
solving the puzzle. “Twenty Questions” combines the 
skills of critical thinking and using German to discover 
facts. Based on your classroom situation, you may 
choose to alter the framework of the game to a number 
other than twenty questions. 

A proper time to try “Twenty Questions” in the 
classroom can be the middle to end of the second se- 
mester. Personages used for the puzzle should have a 
basis in American and/or European popular culture, 
such as Katharina Witt and Arnold Schwarzenegger. 
Beware that a number of German celebrities of the 
twentieth century — ranging from Marlene Dietrich to 
Helmut Schmidt and Boris Becker — may ring no bells 
with today’s student population. Selecting famous 
buildings, cultural landmarks, and even tourist traps — 


including the Reichstag, Schloss Neuschwanstein, and, 
of course, the Hofbräuhaus offers an easier method to 
start a fast-going session of “Twenty Questions.” Stu- 
dents in their third and fourth years of study are likely 
to solve more complex puzzles with a direct or indirect 
relation to German history and culture. Events and ca- 
tegories prepared for the game can range from the De- 
fenestration of Prague to JFK’s famous speech at the 
Rathaus Schöneberg, the opening of the Wall, and to 
issues of general concern such as greenhouse effect or 
cloning. 

This game develops general techniques of inqui- 
ring and drawing conclusions from established facts. 
Faced with just yes or no answers, participants are dis- 
couraged from pointless random guessing and are for- 
ced to reason strictly within the framework of the 
process by elimination. Occasionally, more ambitious 
students volunteer to take over the game by preparing 
a puzzle of their choice. “Twenty Questions” offers a 
challenging, rewarding, and entertaining method to in- 
crease the awareness and appreciation of the target 
culture and to generate excitement and competition in 
the classroom. 

Istvan Gombocz 
University of South Dakota 
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